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BOOK REVIEW
Crossings and Crosses. Borders, Educations, and Religions in Northern Europe, by
Jenny Berglund, Thomas Lundén, and Peter Strandbrink (eds.), Boston-Berlin, De
Gruyter, 2015, [Series: Religion and Society, vol. 63], ISBN: 978-1-61451-754-2.
The vast array of publications about borders and border regions in Northern Europe is becom-
ing increasingly complex to the point of being confusing. Much the same can be said with
regard to works on religions. The originality of this particular publication lies in the link
between these two topics. The question of how Religious Studies is taught in northern Euro-
pean border regions is analyzed, in regions that had previously come under the sphere of Soviet
control and influence. The book is the result of a project undertaken at the Södertörn Univer-
sity in Huddinge, Stockholm, from 2009–2012, involving academics from the fields of Reli-
gious Studies, Politics, Anthropogeography, and Education.
Per-Arne Bodin, linguist and cultural scientist, describes the overwhelming influence
exerted by the Russian Orthodox Church on political developments in Europe and the
entire world. This Church is not only trying to influence all inhabitants of the former
Soviet Republics, including citizens of other faiths and non-believers, on religious questions,
but also in cultural and political issues. Its ultimate aim is the creation of a “Russian
world,” encompassing Russians in Russia and other regions of the former Soviet Union, as
well as Russian migrants.
Ethnographer Laura Assmuth analyzes how linguistic, ethnic and national identities inter-
act in the Estonian–Russian border region. According to Assmuth, border-region residents do
possess a particular sense of identity, which can vary according to the context. Accordingly,
residents in this area might consider themselves to be citizens of the border region, of their
specific city, their country or see themselves as Europeans. Assmuth particularly emphasizes
the fact that local identity seems to develop especially strongly in border regions.
Another ethnographer, Agnieszka Pasieka, presents the example of a multi-lingual and
multi-ethnic high school in the Polish-Ukrainian border region which makes a clear contri-
bution to the issue of inter-ethnic and inter-religious dialogue in schools. The result turns
out to be quite sobering. Despite a rich offering of languages (Polish, Lemko, Ukrainian,
English, and German) and three separate Religion classes (Roman-Catholic, Greek-Catholic,
and Orthodox), the school curriculum primarily covers historical and cultural issues that
enforce the Polish interpretation of history and a homogenous national culture.
Anthropogeographers Małgorzata Flaga and Kamila Łucjan use the example of the eastern
border region of Poland, where the Roman-Catholic, Greek-Catholic and Orthodox Churches
meet, to demonstrate how profound a negative influence state and church authorities had in
the past in conflict situations. These state and church authorities repeatedly used religion to
serve their political goals—including an enforced russification or, alternately, polonization.
The authors present examples of negative encounters and coexistence on the part of the Catho-
lic and Orthodox churches. Nevertheless, there were still religious and cultural initiatives
aimed at counteracting the antagonism between the churches and to strengthen the spirit of
cooperation. Flaga and Łucjan plead for more ecumenical activities as a means to solving con-
flict. But is this strategy of ecumenism actually sufficient in order to reinforce a more tolerant
attitude within society? Far from this question actually being asked, the issue is not even
mooted. It is disappointing that this article, which has already been published elsewhere,
relies solely on Polish literature.
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Using selected regional examples, a large proportion of the articles deal with the social sig-
nificance of the subject Religious Studies. The results indicate that this subject does not necess-
arily stand for the equivalent treatment of all religions in a society. Using the example of
Estonia, Olga Schihalejev, an education researcher, demonstrates how the Christian and its
cultural traditions continue, as ever, to be the dominant aspect of Religious Studies within
the school curriculum. Drastic changes of religious viewpoints and attitudes are simply
being overlooked or, in reality, outright ignored.
Jenny Berglund’s article is particularly effective, as it assumes both an analytical as well as a
comparative approach. Berglund makes use of the results of a research project that was jointly
implemented in four northern European border regions—Norway–Russia, Finland–Russia,
Estonia–Latvia and Germany–Poland. Berglund analyzes the role and the impact of borders in
Religious Studies classes, as well as the function of political guidelines. In particular, she considers
the issue of how religions are taught in northern European border societies. The results assume a
sober note: she comes to the conclusion that the ultimate learning about religions is almost com-
pletely influenced by the homogeneous territorial jurisdiction of the respective countries.
Peter Schreiner examines the role of Religious Studies in the European context. The theolo-
gian and education researcher considers the question of whether religion is adequately taken into
account within the framework of education across Europe. On the basis of documents from the
Council of Europe, Schreiner analyzes three different perspectives of religion: private affairs, col-
lective, and organized, as well as cultural realities. It comes as no surprise when he reaches the
conclusion that the subject of Religious Studies is very strongly influenced by national and
regional contexts. Catholicism prevails in Southern Europe while Lutheran-Protestant Religious
Studies dominate in the North. Central Europe (Germany, Hungary, the Netherlands) tend to
have mixed religious landscapes. In most eastern European countries and in Greece, the Ortho-
dox influence plays a decisive role. Lastly, Islam shapes the Religious Studies subject in Albania,
Bosnia-Herzegovina and Turkey. Despite this, Schreiner comes to the conclusion that most
European institutions nowadays respond to dialogue with and exchange between religious com-
munities in a far more open manner than was the case in the past.
This anthology contains some excellent essays, but also some less illuminating articles, and
makes an important contribution to the topic area of borders, religions, and nations. The book’s
particular strength lies in its consistent interdisciplinary nature. For the purposes of cataloguing,
indexing and development, there is an index of places and subjects at the end (pp. 239–241).
Regrettably, there is no register of people and no list with profiles of the contributing authors.
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